Celebrating the life of Sarah Belk Gambrell 



Come intrigued. Leave inspired. 



One of The Mint Museum’s beloved supporters Sarah Belk Gambrell passed away last 
week at the age of 102. We are grateful for the decades of service and generosity this 
remarkable woman gifted the Mint community. 

"Sarah Belk Gambrell has been a key part of the Mint for decades, from her years as a 
trustee to her role as a charter member of the Delhom Service League to her tireless 
dedication to supporting our ceramics collection," says The Mint Museum's President 
and CEO Todd A. Herman, PhD. "It's no exaggeration to say that her support has helped 
us grow into the institution we are today." 

Gambrell, who passed away July 30, was the second of six children and the only 
daughter of William Henry Belk, Sr., founder of the Charlotte-based Belk department 
store organization, and the late Mary Irwin Belk, an educator and homemaker. 

She was a trailblazing woman, often before her time, graduating from Sweet Briar 
College in Virginia in 1939. Against her family’s wishes—and while most of her peers 
were staying home with children or becoming nurses and teachers—she decided to 
become a merchant, like her father. She began her retail career at Belk in 1947. 

Soon after, she moved to New York City, to create a place for herself at the Belk buying 
office, the epicenter of the company’s merchandising. Initially, she wasn’t even given a 
desk, much less an office, so she set up in the lobby, according to an obituary sent by 
her family. After quite some time—when company leaders realized she had no intention 
of leaving—they gave her an office. Following in her father’s footsteps and with a sharp 
business sense, she helped guide the cosmetic and women’s wear lines at Belk retail 
stores, maintaining a more than half-century-lon g career at the company as a 
director and officer. 


In 1952, she married investment banker Charles Glenn Gambrell from Belton, S.C., and 
eight years later, at the age of 42, Gambrell gave birth to their only daughter, Sally. 

Upon her return to Charlotte, Gambrell brought her business savvy, tireless community 
activism, and love of art—specifically that of ceramics and decorative arts—to her work 
with the Mint. 









She served multiple terms on The Mint Museum Board of Trustees, and many of the 
objects in the Mint’s permanent collection were acquired with her support. In 1972, 
Gambrell was one of the founding members of the Delhom Service League, the Mint’s 
ceramics-focused affiliate group. Gambrell was known to accompany Delhom Service 
League founder M. Mellanay Delhom on her “roving classrooms” to visit museums and 
collections in Europe, the Near East, and the Far East. 

Thanks to Gambrell’s contributions, the Delhom-Gambrell Reference Library was created 
in 1976, and it has grown to become one of the most comprehensive ceramics libraries 
in the U.S. In 2018—at the age of 100—Gambrell served as honorary chair of the Potters 
Market at the Mint. 

Brian Gallagher, curator of decorative arts at the Mint, says one of the things he most 
admired about Gambrell was her passionate support of education. For years, she helped 
support public programs and exhibitions, in addition to the library, of course. 

This penchant for education was also manifested in her own intellectual curiosity. When 
Gallagher met her for the first time, she was already approaching 90 years old, and yet 
still made every effort to attend the Delhom Service League’s monthly programs. “When 
she entered the auditorium, one could feel a wave of warmth and affection flowing 
toward her from all the other members present,” says Gallagher. “She clearly was 
beloved by them, and her presence always made the event extra special for everyone 
else.” 



Most recently, Gambrell helped financially contribute toward production of the catalogue 
for Classic Black: The Basalt Sculpture of Wedgwood and His Contemporaries, the 
ground-breaking exhibition on view at Mint Museum Randolph through Jan. 3. 


“Her early and significant contribution to this project allowed me, as the organizing 
curator of the exhibition to travel to the Wedgwood Museum in Staffordshire, England, to 
conduct necessary research in the museum's archives and to visit other important public 
and private Wedgwood collections as well,” says Gallagher. “Thanks to Mrs. Gambrell, I 
was also able to contract with three internally renowned Wedgwood and British sculpture 
specialists to contribute essays to the catalogue and to arrange for professional 
photography of objects on the exhibition's checklist.” 









She was as humble as she was giving, and always reticent to receive public recognition. 
She generously allowed Gallagher to pull various works of art from her collection for the 
2011 exhibition he organized, Celebrating Queen Charlotte's Coronation. While her loans 
were critical to the show’s success, she insisted that the credit line simply read as 
“private collection.” 

“It was important to do what she could to help ensure the success of an exhibition or 
project,” Gallagher recalls, “but the notion of receiving any sort of public recognition for 
her role was absolutely unimportant to her.” 

Mrs. Gambrell also was influential in growing the YWCA of Charlotte, the Hornets Nest 
Girl Scouts Council, Florence Crittenden Services, Dress for Success Charlotte, Opera 
Carolina, Charlotte Concerts and many scholarship funds, including the Charles and 
Sarah Belk Gambrell Scholarship at Furman University. More recently, she helped to 
fund the newly renovated 1,000-seat Sarah Belk Gambrell Center for the Arts and Civic 
Engagement at Queens University. 


We at the Mint are grateful for Sarah Belk Gambrell's time, her generosity, and her 
dedication to art. Join us in celebrating her life and legacy. She will be missed greatly. 
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